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Implementing verbal and non-verbal 
activities in an intercultural collaboration 

project for English education

Kiyomi Fujii1 and Maki Hirotani2

Abstract. Technological development offers language teachers a myriad of options 
for collaborative activities. Learners, in turn, benefit from increased opportunities to 
interact with people who can speak their target language. Research has previously 
highlighted the importance of developing learners’ intercultural competence through 
such activities. The researchers implemented verbal and non-verbal activities in 
an intercultural collaboration project for learners of English in Japan and learners 
of Japanese in the U.S. This paper will detail the project activities and provide a 
comprehensive summary of the results, especially as they pertain to interaction 
with native speakers of the target language to develop verbal and non-verbal 
communication skills.
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1.	 Introduction

With recent developments in Internet technology, many collaborative activities 
between native and non-native speakers have been conducted in foreign language 
classrooms (Belz, 2007; Jauregi & Canto, 2012; Jin, 2013; Kitade, 2008; O’Dowd, 
2005). Previous studies have examined the effects of such collaborative activities 
and reported positive effects on the development of language skills (Belz, 2007; 
Jauregi & Canto, 2012; Jin, 2013; Kitade, 2008; Tudini, 2007). Researchers have 
also identified the importance of developing learners’ intercultural competence 
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through such activities. According to the Association of American Colleges 
and Universities (AACU), intercultural knowledge and competence is “a set of 
cognitive, affective, and behavioral skills and characteristics that support effective 
and appropriate interaction in a variety of cultural contexts” (n. p.), which can 
be classified into two types of cultural knowledge (self-awareness and worldview 
frameworks), two types of skills (empathy and verbal/non-verbal communication), 
and two types of attitudes (curiosity and openness). Within the above classification, 
the skills of verbal and non-verbal communication are what we commonly think 
pertains to the study of language. It follows, then, that both verbal and non-verbal 
communication skills be assessed in detail, yet no study to date has investigated the 
development of both of these skills through collaborative activities.

In an effort to bolster this area of inquiry, the researchers brought together English 
as a Foreign Language (EFL) learners from a university in Japan, and Japanese as 
a Foreign Language (JFL) learners from a U.S. university in a collaborative online 
environment. Rather than a proprietary, locked system, we opted for Facebook 
as our platform of choice to engage both groups of students in verbal and non-
verbal activities. In this paper, we will detail the aforementioned activities using 
the student-created video skit data from Facebook.

2.	 Method

2.1.	 Overview of the project

Twenty students enrolled in an English course at a private college in Japan (KIT) 
and ten students enrolled in second-year Japanese courses at a private college in the 
U.S. (RH) were involved in this project. The project was conducted from September, 
2014 to February, 2015, lasting over four months during KIT fall semester and RH 
fall and winter semesters. We created two types of private Facebook pages for 
the project, where students communicated exclusively in English or Japanese. The 
students at each institution were divided into four groups (A, B, C, and D) and 
worked within their group to complete the assignments. The verbal and non-verbal 
activity was implemented in this Facebook project in two phases: (1) introduction 
of verbal and non-verbal expressions to students’ overseas counterparts in their 
native language and (2) creation of skits that incorporate the learned expressions.

2.2.	 Materials

Students were surveyed before and after the project with a set of questionnaires 
to self-evaluate the development of their verbal and non-verbal communication 
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knowledge and skills, as well as attitudes toward other cultures with reference to 
the AACU rubric for knowledge and skills (Elola & Oskoz, 2008). A reflection log 
of students’ views of the activities and a vocabulary quiz were compiled to assess 
their comprehension of the verbal and non-verbal expressions. At the end of the 
semester, KIT students took the quiz, which consisted of ten verbal expressions 
(“break a leg”, “awesome”, etc.), and five non-verbal expressions (e.g. “crossed 
fingers”) that the RH students introduced. In the vocabulary quiz, students were 
also asked to indicate whether they knew the expressions before their participation 
in the project. Facebook videos and posted comments were also analyzed to gauge 
students’ verbal and non-verbal communication.

2.3.	 Verbal and non-verbal activities

A number of video assignments were given on specific topics: (1) self-introduction, 
(2) school life, (3) introducing verbal and non-verbal communication, (4) skit, and 
(5) culture survey. 

Figure  1.	 RH student video introducing verbal and non-verbal expressions on 
Facebook
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Students then posted the videos created in their groups on Facebook. For verbal 
and non-verbal activities, RH students in the U.S. introduced verbal expressions to 
KIT students, commonly used by American college students but not easily found 
in EFL textbooks, as well as non-verbal expressions, including body language 
and gestures (Figure 1). Each group member was charged with introducing one 
expression and one gesture. The general procedure was as follows: one student 
introduces a verbal communication expression while showing a flashcard of the 
expression in their first language. After repeating the expression a few times, the 
student explains the meaning of the expression and how it can be used, the student 
and his/her group members provide a short skit to demonstrate the use of the verbal 
expression in natural conversation, the student shows one gesture without speaking. 
After showing the same gesture a couple of times, the student explains the meaning 
of the gesture and its use, and the student and his/her group members provide a 
short skit illustrating the use of the non-verbal expression in natural conversation.

Figure  2.	 KIT students video skit on Facebook

After KIT students watched the videos uploaded by their RH counterparts, we 
conducted vocabulary activities to reinforce the learners’ vocabulary building in 
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class. Handouts of all verbal and non-verbal expressions that were introduced by 
RH students were provided for the in-class activity, along with slide presentations 
to practice expressions. Then, students created skits in English using the newly 
learned verbal and non-verbal expressions. Students were required to incorporate 
at least five verbal expressions and five non-verbal expressions into their video 
skits, and post the videos to the English page on Facebook. The students were 
given the freedom to choose any topic for their skits, but were prohibited from 
simply reading off a prepared script during the recording. Conversely, the verbal 
and non-verbal expressions introduced by the KIT students to their U.S. peers were 
also used in RH students’ skits in Japanese for reinforcement (Figure 2).

3.	 Results and discussion

The questionnaire results indicate that KIT students felt that they gained 
knowledge and skills for both verbal and non-verbal communication (Hirotani & 
Fujii, 2015, this volume). The students’ comments from the reflection log support 
this result. It is evident through their self-evaluations that through this project, 
students grew aware of the differences and similarities between Japanese and 
American verbal and non-verbal expressions. In the results from the vocabulary 
quiz, approximately 88% of the items were new words for the students and 
61.7% of the non-verbal expressions were previously unknown. Students stated 
that in English classes or textbooks they learn formal expressions, but this 
activity allowed them to learn casual expressions that American college students 
normally use. A few students also commented that after having learned useful 
everyday expressions, they now want to use them personally and teach them 
to other Japanese students. Finally, the reflection log reveals that the follow-up 
vocabulary activity helped students to understand not just the words themselves, 
but also the context in which they can be used in daily situations. Overall, the 
response was highly positive.

4.	 Conclusion

We speculated that a collaborative project that took advantage of a platform 
familiar to most students, and that focused on verbal and non-verbal activities to 
improve intercultural competence would pay dividends precisely by putting groups 
of students from the respective target countries together virtually. To test this 
supposition, we conducted a project between EFL and JFL learners at colleges in 
Japan and the U.S., using Facebook. Although it is still early, the results described 
in the present paper indicate that those who participated in this collaborative project 
felt that they gained knowledge and skills in verbal and non-verbal communication. 
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These are partial results and call for more research, but the preliminary findings are 
encouraging.
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